Sir Michael Stoker, a pioneer of virology and the cell biology of cancer cells, died on 13 August at the age of 95. Viruses have always been useful tools for probing the workings of cells, and Michael exploited tumor-causing viruses to gain a better understanding of oncogenic mechanisms at the dawn of the molecular biology of animal cells. During a long career, Michael not only made groundbreaking discoveries himself, such as immortal nontransformed cell lines and scatter factor, but he also had an extraordinary influence on generations of cell biologists.
Michael George Parke Stoker was born on 4 July, 1918 in Taunton, England, where his Irish-born father was a physician. After school at Oakham, he studied medicine at Cambridge and gained clinical training at St Thomas . He arrived with some key colleagues from Glasgow and appointed new cell and molecular biologists based on a model similar to the one he established at the Virology Institute-namely to provide excellent facilities and give the investigators free reign without a hierarchy but to promote lots of interchange and common internal seminars. There was plenty of healthy competition, but the ICRF prospered intellectually; among many important advances at ICRF, David Lane and Lionel Crawford discovered that SV40 T antigen interacted with an unknown cellular protein called p53 on account of its molecular weight.
Although Michael was adept at running sizeable research institutes and setting their direction of travel, he never developed a large laboratory himself. He was content to train one or two research students and postdoctoral fellows at a time. Thanks to his gift for devolving responsibilities and trusting others to expedite day-to-day management duties, he was able to find time to conduct his own experimental work. At ICRF, he allowed two redoubtable colleagues to meet the needs of the ambitious and sometimes unruly scientists among his staff. They were Bill House, brought from Glasgow to oversee all the management aspects of keeping laboratories safe, active, and up to date, and John Tooze (later Executive Secretary of the European Molecular Biology Organization, EMBO), who helped to make research policies coherent, drafted superb reports and who acted as a talent scout.
Although Michael had a modest demeanor, he was held in much esteem by junior and senior colleagues alike. Future Nobel laureates such as Paul Berg and Harold Varmus came on sabbaticals. Michael recruited three remarkable senior figures to join him at ICRF. Renato Dulbecco spent a 5 year sojourn in London (1972 London ( -1977 before returning to the Salk Institute in La Jolla, and it was during this time that he was awarded the Nobel Prize for Physiology or Medicine. John Cairns, Jim Watson's predecessor as Director of Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory, came to direct the ICRF Mill Hill laboratories, where he made penetrating observations on the epidemiology of human cancer from the perspective of a molecular geneticist. Guido Pontecorvo, universally called Ponte, had been the founding Professor of Genetics at the University of Glasgow and was a world authority on the genetics of the fungus Aspergillus. On moving to the ICRF at the age of 60, he ran a tiny lab but acted as an uncle to all; he switched to mammalian cell genetics and, through his discovery of cell fusion mediated by polyethylene glycol, Ponte greatly expanded somatic cell genetics and its medical applications, including the generation of hybrid myelomas producing monoclonal antibodies.
Michael heeded the fruitfulness of Ponte's late flowering and, when he himself retired as Director of ICRF at 60 and returned to Cambridge to run a small lab, his observations on the attachment and migration of epithelial cells in monolayer culture led him to discover ''scatter factor.'' He noted that some strains of fibroblasts induced epithelial cells to separate from their neighbors instead of remaining in a tight pavement. This led to the isolation of a protein, independently found in Japan to be hepatocyte growth factor, which plays a fundamental role in embryo development, organ regeneration, and cancer spreading. The mainstay of Michael's even temperament and contentment was his wife, Veronica, whom he first met as a student in Cambridge and with whom he enjoyed a happy marriage for 62 years. They frequently welcomed colleagues and friends to their home. Sadly, Veronica predeceased Michael by 9 years. They are survived by their five children, seven grandchildren, and three great grandchildren.
